Let Me Die a Woman 


Let Me Die a Woman (d. Doris Wishman, 197-) is an exploitation documentary about 
transsexuals. It includes a heartfelt interview with a young Puerto Rican woman who 
tells a story of childhood gender dysphoria, the transformation process, and current 
situation, post operative, and optimistically hoping for an ovary and uterus transplant. 

The required shock portion of an exploitation film consists of explicit surgical footage of 
a male to female operation. The original version of the film included a bloody dramatic 
enactment of a male who began to cut off his own penis and testicles (which was finished 
in a hospital when the fellow collapsed). 1 And it also contains a dramatic enactment of 
female transsexual picking up a guy in Central Park and then prostituting. The 
“surprise,” when he leaves after sex, takes place when she removes her underpants to 
reveal a small penis. 


Weaving the segments together is a doctor who lectures, demonstrates, and takes us 
through various events. However the current version of the film is particularly disjointed, 
and I surmise from internal evidence that reels have been placed in the wrong order, 
increasing the films disorientation. 2 There are definite continuity problems, some of 


1 According to seveal reports, this footage was removed as too objectionable. The 
currenlty distributed version contains the MD narrator telling the incident on camera, 
with a cut to a differrent scene, apparently where the gory self-multilationfootage was 
elided. 

2 1 am working with the video version distributed by Something Weird Video, however 
Wishman as-told-to biographer Michael Bowen attests that this is the standard version. 
[Private correspondance, October 2003.] My argument rests on the fact that the film 
begins in media re with Dr. Wollman leding a discussion group for transexuals (the film 
begins by addressing should one tell people you are dating or an emplyer that you are). 
At abut 22 minutes into the film, we have what I take to be the drmatically appropriate 

beginning of thefilm, with Puerto Rican ts,_, talking to the camera and then in closeup 

sayhing “Last year I was a man!” with a cut to the title “Let me Die A woman” and then 
an inroduction by a male voice over announcer over images of Adam and Eve telling us 
what we can expect during the film, and then introducing “our guide” Leo Wollman, 
M.D. THe same voice-over announcer appears at the conclusion of the film and provides 
a summary of what we have seen. This is, of course, classic bookending technique. 
Given this, the mostl logical explanation is that somewhere along the line, the reels were 
put together in the wrong order, but that no one ever noticed or straighened the matater 



which result from unconventional editing, the MD narrator changing clothing (with and 
without blazer and sport coat, sometimes in shirt sleeves, wearing a white lab coat, and 
changing hair style and color). Thus we have formal medical lecture with gross anatomy 
charts give by an MD, personal stories, dramatic re-enactment, before and after images, 
live model anatomical demonstration (including inserting a dildo in a newly constructed 
vagina, and a close up of Doctor Wollman inserting his gloved fingers into a constructed 
vagina), sections from previous porn films director Wishman made (including a sex scene 
which appears in negative), the story of a guy who was unable to reveal his transsexual 
desires to his betrothed and who then hangs himself (shown with a shadow of the victim 
cast on a wall), and so forth. Some of what we see are the artifacts of extreme low 
budget hlmmaking, such as dialogue scenes which are awkwardly post-dubbed, 
implausible dramatic re-enactments, the MD appearing in three different “office” settings 
(which seem more like corners of cramped apartments than actual medical offices), 
recycling footage from other films, and extensive use of cutaways to objects that seem to 
have no explanatory function. This clumsy aspect of the film lends to the aura of 
sleaziness, as does the bizarre juxtaposition of the MD’s authority and argument for 

tolerance and understanding, and the sincere direct-to-the camera statements of_, 

contrasted with the cheap porn, the anatomical demonstrations, the surgical footage, and 
the horror stories of self-mutilation and suicide. The ironic contrast of good intentions 


jout. It can be argued (as Bowen has to me) tht this is what Wishman wanted. However, 
there’s little if any evidence that Wishman was ever atentive to the aesthetic integrity of 
her films or their prints. No one seems to know who made the decision to excise the self- 
mutilation fake footage from the film. Further, in the abject grindhouse theatres where 
Let Me Die a Woman and other exploittion and jporn films played, it was common to 
witness fairly atrocious projection. In such theatres, I personally have seen films with 
reels out of order, or sections of different films spliced togehter, as well as the results of 
unattended andinnattentive projections such as films breaking, being stuck and burning in 
the gate, breaks folloowed by the projector still running for minujtes on end, and so forth. 
This was, after all, the lowest end of the theatrical film world, much of the audience was 
unable or unwilling to complain (except to shout out, uncomprehending that there is 
enough noise in the booth that the projectionist cannot hear the audience). Many in the 
audience were sleeping, drunk, drugged, or engaged in some kind of sexual activity with 
themselves or others, and innanttentive to the nicities of professional him projection. For 
an excellent ethnography of the the porn theatres in particular: Samuel Delaney, Times 
Square Red, Times Square Blue (NY:-, 199-).. 




(promoting tolerance, understanding, and medical science accuracy) with actual 
depictions aimed at shock, cheap sensationalism, freakishness, and prurient voyeurism. 

Critical reaction to Wishman’s film (and her corpus of about 15 feature films, ranging 
from nudist camp films in the 1960s, to sex and violence (mostly against women) 
“roughies” in the later 60s, a couple of commercial pom films, and exploitation dramas 
has varied. Late in her life she was given several retrospectives and picked up interviews 
and fan appreciations in the exploitation press. As with much of the critical discussion of 
cult cinema, attitudes range from ironic dismissal through amused tolerance to devoted 
fan enthusiasm. 3 Two sharply contrasting and well-informed discussions underline the 
range. Michelle Clifford, editor of Metasex magazine, and co-author of Sleazoid 
Express: A Mind Twisting Tour Through the Grindhouses of Times Square, denounces 
Wishman. Clifford argues (rants would be more accurate) that Wishman “plays the Leni 
Riefenstahl card” of not taking responsibility for being a pornographer, not paying actors 
whose appearances in earlier films are repeated in Let Me Die a Woman, and finds the 
transsexuals represented freaks and delusional. In contrast academic Moya Luckett 


3 give cites: Peary, etc etc. 



